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"Happy New Year!" It may sound odd, but today we begin the Christian year, a new year. If we are true to our tradition, it would be appropriate to greet each other today with "Happy New Year." As Christians we are different from the secular culture, and our calendar is different from the secular calendar. Today marks the beginning of the Christian year. 
Today is the first Sunday of Advent. That word means "coming, approach, visitation." A visitor is on the way. This means that Advent is our season of anticipation and preparation for the birth of the Christ child. It’s appropriate that we begin our new year not with raucous yelling in the streets, but with quiet waiting. We’re getting ready, cleaning and clearing room for the baby, our "guest to be". The question for us is: Are we awake, aware and ready? 
I’ve always liked getting ready. It seems that most of my life has been spent getting ready for something. Getting ready for the birthday party, getting ready for graduation or the recital or concert. Getting ready for the trip. Getting ready for Sunday worship, getting ready for company to come. A question we often hear is: "Are you ready yet?"
When I was a child, one of my favorite memories was getting ready for a guest to visit n our home---aunts, uncles, cousins, or a friend from the past. When someone was coming for a visit, we spent a lot of energy getting ready. We vacuumed the house, cleaned the guest room, and planned tasty meals. 
If we knew that our guest would be arriving at say 5 o’clock, about 4 o’clock my father would start looking out the window. Every five or ten minutes, he would be glancing out the window. And we’d ask, "Are they here yet?" 
Now when company comes to our house, I find myself going to the window, looking out. In my eagerness I usually go around with a dust cloth and check the coffee table and side tables to make sure that no dust is visible. Make a search for any elusive dust balls that may have escaped the vacuum cleaner-- or any cobwebs hiding in the corners. As the clock nears the arrival time, I’ve got plenty of energy and excitement too.
I wonder if the getting ready, the expectation, and the anticipation of a visit are just as important as the visit itself. Maybe more important. 
What happens when we don’t get ready, when we don’t feel anticipation? This lack of anticipation, lack of getting ready, seemed to be the problem with the people Matthew was addressing in our gospel reading. He mentions Noah who started building a big boat when he heard that a flood was coming; he looked odd to folks, but he got ready. Meanwhile, others kept on eating and drinking and pursuing their usual activities. It was business-as-usual, with no eye for the future. The other figure Matthew mentions is the owner of a house who fails to be ready, fails to keep watch, so the thief can break in and steal.
These images are intended to prepare people for the second advent, Jesus’ coming sometime in the future. People were not getting ready. 
They had no interest in going to the window to see if some guest was walking up the path. They were lulled by the present, and they had no eye on the future. So the text says, "Wake up, be aware, get ready."
One of the crucial questions for all of us is: "What are you looking forward to?" We can sometimes tell whether we are depressed or living a flat, dull life by whether or not we are looking forward to something. We need some events out in the future that keep us leaning forward. That’s why we recall the words mentioned here a few weeks ago, "Grow old with me. The best is yet to be." 
The gospel points us to the promise that the best is yet to be. It’s on the way. That means that whatever our age, the best part of life is ahead of us. 
Perhaps you’ve heard the old saying found on a tombstone in the New England cemetery: "She lived with her husband for 63 years and died in hope of a better life." But the gospel is not teaching that the "better life" is way off in heaven; the best part is the abundant life God promises to send us in this life. Advent teaches us that the best is "yet to be." That’s why the great values of Advent are anticipation, getting ready, preparation, waiting, watching.
Where is God in all this? When we getting ready, when we "clean our house," we get rid of whatever is covering up the goodness – in us, or around us. The covering may be a variety of things---leftover grief, anger, resentment, grimness, despair or an "attitude." Advent is a time for uncovering whatever is blocking us from God’s presence. 
Advent is a great reminder that what is missing in our lives is not God’s presence. What is missing is our awareness of God. Advent is the season for becoming aware, waking up, getting ready, clearing, cleaning, and removing the blinders that keep us from seeing. 
Advent is a time to wake up, to live deeply. When we are awake, aware, fully alive, ready, we restore our connection and communion with God. One spiritual teacher once said to me, "Wherever you feel most alive, that is where God is." It can happen in ordinary ways: working in the kitchen, talking with a friend, singing a song or walking around the block. When we are awake and aware, we heighten our connection to God and deepen our love for God. We start looking for God to show up, even in surprising ways-- even with tiny toes and fingers.
Come, Lord Jesus. And when you arrive, may we be awake, aware, and ready to greet you.
AMEN
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